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Court Minutes: an Overlooked Genealogical Resource 
By Donna Newman, CG 


Court minutes are not as easily used as the resources genealogists most often rely on. In their original 
form they are often not indexed or have limited indexes making them more time consuming to search. 
However, as the examples below illustrate, county inferior and superior court minutes and court order 
books can contain testimony or statements of fact that provide genealogical information not found 
anywhere else. These records are available in microform format in genealogy libraries and state archives 
and the originals can be found in county courthouses. Many have also been digitized and can be accessed 
through the catalog at FamilySearch.org. 

Below are a few specific examples of what court minutes can reveal if we are willing to devote the 
additional time required to use them. 


Relationships: Hezekiah and James Anderson’ 

Hezekiah Anderson left a will when he died in 1826, naming his wife Ally as Executor. She 
was still living in 1870, so why do most of Hezekiah's estate documents show an Administrator, 
James Lee? And why does the guardianship return of Hezekiah's minor daughter reflect monies 
received from the estate of James Anderson in addition to her father's estate? The answer to both 
questions and more can be found in Screven County, Georgia Inferior Court minutes. 

At an Inferior Court held for Ordinary purposes in March 1833, the court determined that Ally 
Anderson had "mismanaged & wasted" Hezekiah's estate and ordered that the will be annexed 
and administration be granted to next of kin. James Lee was married to Hezekiah and Ally's 
daughter Mary and was subsequently appointed Administrator. 

Lee also administered the estate of James Anderson, who died in 1830. James Anderson was 
the sole occupant of his household in the 1820 federal census and like Hezekiah Anderson, he 
was aged 26 to 44. In November 1830 the court heard unspecified objections to the probate of 
James's will, deemed the will illegal and denied probate. A few weeks later, James Lee applied 
for letters of administration and these were granted. The genealogical reveal came in November 
1832 when the court appointed commissioners to divide the estate "among the following heirs of 
the said deceased to wit Robert Anderson, Joseph Anderson, Joseph Harrison, Wm. T. Moore & 
the heirs of Hezekiah Anderson." 

Not only does this record provide evidence that Hezekiah Anderson was James's brother but it 
identifies other likely brothers (Robert and Joseph) and brothers-in-law (Harrison and Moore). 
Joseph Anderson and William T. Moore were in the same age range as Hezekiah and James 
Anderson in the 1820 census but nothing further is yet known about the other two. I already have 
a great candidate for the father of Hezekiah (and now his newly identified likely brothers): 
Ignatius Anderson, who registered in Screven County for the 1807 land lottery. Hezekiah named 
his youngest son Ignatius Bell Anderson, and both Hezekiah and Joseph Anderson carried a 
middle initial B in some land records. Was Bell their middle name and/or their mother's maiden 
name?The biggest research challenge continues to be finding viable alternatives for all the 
Screven County records that were lost to fire during the Civil War. 


Children from an earlier marriage: Abraham Shiver’ 
Abraham Shiver left a huge estate that generated many pages of records, but what none of 
them reveal is the drama that played out in court when the validity of his will was challenged. 


The Pulaski County, Georgia Ordinary Court ruled against the caveators but the court 
minutes paint a tragic picture of Abraham's final days if even a fraction of the claims they made 
were true. What they also do is clearly identify the challengers as the children and other heirs-at- 
law of Abraham from his first marriage. 

Martha Shiver was Abraham's second wife. She and Abraham signed a quit claim deed in 
Kershaw County, South Carolina in 1799, were on the census there in 1800 and were living in 
Georgia by 1814. But between the loss of the 1810 federal census for Georgia and the recurring 
given names within the Shiver family lines, it has been extremely difficult to distinguish 
Abraham's children from his nephews and nieces who have the same names. This Ordinary Court 
record isn't the Rosetta Stone but it's a tremendous help nonetheless. 


Parentage: Isabelle Durham Sloan‘ 

Isabelle Durham's first known appearance in records was her 1869 marriage to Francis Sloan 
in Casey County, Kentucky when she was about 19. The first solid clue to her parentage was an 
1877 deed in which she and Francis sold their interest in "one undivided third part of one share 
of all the land owned by John Durham at his death, said share is Knowned /sic] as the share of 
Fannie Durham Daughter of said John Durham Decd." 

A series of records connected most of the dots: Fanny (as Ann) was enumerated in John 
Durham's 1850 household; in 1856 she married William R. Perkins but neither the Perkinses nor 
Isabelle could be found in the 1860 census; finally, Frances Perkins, the daughter of John and 
Nancy Durham, died in 1861. But it was the Casey County, Kentucky Court Order books that 
tied them all up with a neat little bow: John Durham died in 1873 and his widow died in 1877; 
and in 1877 court minutes, commissioners appointed to divide the dower lands were instructed to 
include an allotment "To Bettie M. & Josephine Perkins & Izabella Sloan Jointly 1/11 of said 
land." 


Death dates: Memory W. and Malissa T. Statham” 

Malissa was named sole Executrix of her husband Memory W. Statham's 1856 Greene 
County, Georgia will. On 24 January 1861, their son-in-law, Wiley G. Johnson, petitioned the 
Greene County, Georgia Court of Ordinary for letters of administration on Memory's estate, 
stating that Malissa had died on 26 November 1860 and Memory's estate was not fully settled. In 
his petition Johnson also said that Memory had died in March 1856 and among the numerous 
estate documents is a bill dated March 12th from Davis, Wood & Johnson for what could be 
burial clothes, 1.e., pants, satin vest, cravat and cloth coat, all black. 


New revelations: Pleasant Statham® 

I already knew that in 1813 Pleasant left his wife and four minor children in Georgia and 
traveled back to his native Virginia to enlist for a five-year stint in the Army. I knew also that his 
father-in-law, Thomas Terry, stipulated in his 1815 will that his legacy to daughter Mary 
Statham was to be "wholly for the use of her and her lawfully begotten heirs." So discovering 
that right around the time he married Mary in 1799, Pleasant petitioned the Elbert County, 
Georgia Inferior Court for permission to "keep a House of Entertainment and retail spirituous 
liquors" wasn't particularly surprising. 


Identifying information for Free Persons of Color and formerly enslaved African- 
Americans 

While paging through court minutes I frequently come across entries about free persons of 
color or slaves who are being emancipated and wish I knew a better way of getting that 
information out there for any descendants who might be searching for them. I know of several 
online repositories for such information but have never found a mechanism for submissions on 
their websites, so the best I've been able to manage is to create nominal profile pages for the 
named individuals on my "Lost Heirlooms" public tree at Ancestry and attach the images there. 
Here are a few extracts from Jessamine County, Kentucky Order Books:’ 

e “A Deed of Emancipation from Collin Day a free man of color to Melinda Day was this 
day produced and acknowledged in open court." — August 1848. 

e “Hudson Mason a man of color...it appearing to the satisfaction of the court that he is the 
son of Fanny Mason a free woman of color and that he was born free It is therefore 
ordered that Daniel B. Price clerk of this Court give to the said Hudson Mason a 
certificate of his freedom describing him to be 21 years of age about the 25th day of 
Decr. 1847, Five feet Ten and one half inches high, straight, slender, spair/sic/make, dark 
copper color with a scare [sic] on the back of the left hand." — August 1848. 

e “Malinda Clarke, a woman of color...the identical Malinda Young named in an order of 
the Court on the 15th day of August 1836 declaring her to be free born and granting her a 
certificate of freedom...ordered that a Certificate of Freedom be granted to the said 
Malinda Clarke describing her to be at the present about Twenty Eight years of age, of 
bright mulatto complexion and about Five feet five and one half inches high." — August 
1852. 

e “Jane, about 36 years old and a free woman of color emancipated by the will of Francis 
B. [Kearby ?], petitioned for and was granted a Certificate of Freedom." — December 
1852. 


' Screven County, Georgia Inferior Court minutes, Vol. C, 1829-1850, digital images, FamilySearch.org 
(https://www.familysearch.org); pp. 70-73 (Hezekiah) and pp. 22-23, 27 and 59 (James). Also, Screven County 
Returns on Estates, Vol. E, 1843-1854, digital images 134-135 (guardianship return); and The Constitutionalist 
(Augusta, Ga.), 30 November 1830 (legal notice, James Lee's application). Thanks must be given to Bob Peavy, 
whose 17 May 1999 Rootsweb message board post (which I saved, fortunately, since it is no longer online) 
eventually prodded me to seek out the records he mentioned, and member midcenturyguy from the Genealogy 
subreddit for securing some of the court minutes for me since they can only be accessed at an FHC and the one in 
my area is still closed. 

* Paul K. Graham, Georgia Courthouse Disasters (Decatur, Ga.: The Genealogy Co., 2013), p. 51. 

> Pulaski County, Georgia, Court of Ordinary Minutes, 1813-1850, digital images, FamilySearch.org, pp. 65-69, 71. 
* At Ancestry.com (https://www.ancestry.com), digital images: 1850 U.S. census; Kentucky, County Marriage 
Records, 1783-1965; and Death Records, 1852-1965. At FamilySearch.org, digital images: Casey County, Kentucky 
Deeds v. 18, p. 531; and Order books (County Court) v. 7-9, 1867-1889, v. 7, p. 303 and v. 8, p. 103. 

° Greene County, Georgia Court of Ordinary Records, 1859-1869, digital image, p. 107; and Greene County Estates 
1790-1943, "Memory W. Statham 1861," digital image 712. 

° Elbert County, Georgia Inferior Court minutes 1791-1806, FamilySearch.org, digital image 122. Also, U.S. Army, 
Register of Enlistments, 1798-1914, digital images, Ancestry.com; and Morgan County, Georgia Wills and 
Marriages, 1808-1899, Book B, pp. 16-17, digital images, FamilySearch.org. 

7 Jessamine County, Kentucky Order Books 1834-1851; pp. 290-291, Melinda Day; pp. 291-292, Hudson Mason. 
Also, Order Books 1851-1867, p. 123, Malinda Clarke; p. 165, Jane. Hat tip to member charbayes in the Genealogy 
subreddit for the wonderful Lost Heirlooms tree idea. 


